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ABSTRACT 

This paper reviews the Westlej- Maclean communication 
model, suggests some important research guestions generated by it# 
and discusses recent research in mass media. A brief review of recent 
research suggests that the concept of agenda setting may be usefully 
superimposed on the Westley-MacLean modal to reveal partial answers 
to some of these important guestions and to suggest some 
implications. Some conseguents and seme determinants of agenda 
setting have been revealed, while additional investigations are 
needed* The paper reports an instance which emphasises both the 
implications of the agenda^setting concept and the fact that the low 
priority assigned by media to routine electoral matters Kill affect 
the salience of these matters for consumers of media reports- This 
instance also offers evidence that political news is corrently 
emphasized less by the media than in previous years* (iuthor/JM) 
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"The Utility of the Concept of Agenda^Settittg 
and Implications for ^lltieal Cofflmiflioatlaa" 

Co^mnlcatlan researahars recogalse the utility of madels fcr des* 
cribiog thw COTsunlaation process and for g^i^rating research as etepe in theory 
building* ^is report diaeiissas a coCTninieation model and recent research in 
mes mediE vfeieh^ togetherii aEMnce our undi^rstaiidlng of pQlltisal aoimmiieat ion- 
ise Westley-MaeLean TOdel of eoEsmunlcatiofi etoqtmtely deieribes the mture and 

2 

funotions ©f mass ssedia on a tooad level* Reaent research in agenda- sett leg 
suggests a refiDad parapeotive of the motel implieationB for polit-iaal 
eo^ujiioatlon research* 

Thm Westley-HacLean model ftilfiUe the tt^ee fTOetiOM Qf modala 
descrihed hy Millari COTMonleatiTO^ predletlve, aad heiiristla (resaarah- 
generating). It ia descrlptiYe (ooimmi dative) in that it IsolBtas relaTOnt 
dtsensians af the ocngsunleatlan process* Fot p^^sas of this am^siS| tha 
i^^rtant oanstTOets are ravealed in a modified Yariian af the sadel. 




^2* ^3^ StCm re^eseat "real varld-' ]^anaeana or nava "data»" These 
mena are "aavared" (obB8r?©d) by a Mdla r@^rtar (A)| and reports of the 
Tfimmmmtia. are transalttad thrau^ tite ^takeeplng ataasj^ls of Mdia InstltutloAM 
(C)^ suah as editors, Ttm salaetad ^anoMm mrm r#]^rtad to %hm puhiie (S)«» 
The iBOtel la pnddotlva in that It loplias that soaa eMBsnloatlan ^oaassaB 
madlata th# aollaatim of news da'Ui hy a raportaifi salaatlvia psratpti0nj 
geladtlTi rete^lo&j ahstzmotieni ato. fha BOdel it aljio rtM«f€h«iamxmtlAg 
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in tbat it calls attention to ImM^rtant research questions: (l) lav Is the 

public's comrunication beim^or affested by the process of "mass-madiation"? 

In othar wards, in tensB of the model, what is tha ftmction of the C— 

proceast (2) What faetora affect salection ^ re^rtare of certain mws data? ■ 

What influences the > A process? (3) What factors influence the gate- 

keeprng proeessee? Wtmt affects the — process? OhviouB3;f, the answers 

to tJaese broad questions are very oaaplex, htit a hrief review of recent 

research suggesta that the concept of agenda-setting roay he usefully super* 

imposed on the West ley ^MacLean model to^ reveal ^rtlal answers to some of these 

k 

questions and to suggest sOTe l^lications* 

Studies ty McCoa'bB and aseoeiates have reyealed that the public's 

"reality" is shaped hy tha mass s^dia fimotioniiig as agenda- setter s*. Thsit is, 

the mas TCdia structure the public's ^rceptlons and Judgsients of "reality" hy 

controlling the news which reaches the public • This Tlaw of the role played by 

tha isedia has a good deal of common sense appeal^ ^rtlcular^ in political 

satterij as suggested ^ McCcMbs aM Shawi 

Receiver ^ learn not only about a given issue^ but also how such 

importance to attach to tMt issue fra® the amount of InforiBtlon 

in a news story and its position. In refleotlng what candidates 

are saying during a campai^, t^m mss media wBy well determine 

the important issues-»-that la, the media miy set the "agenda" 
5 

of th©^ eas^ign* 

iDuring the I968 Residential campal^, McComba and Shaw contant-anal;yaed mws 
reports in selected north Carolina Mwspepers; natioul publloatlons^ and rnitwork 
taleTlalon broadaasts* correlatad thm findings with Horbh Carolina ireglstared 

YOtarB* intarvlev responses to a question wbloh asked thm to outline the key 
iasuas as they saw them^ "regardless of what thm oandttetes ml^t be spiring 
at tte monent*'*^ Tbm study revealedi In parbjp that (l) "the wdla exerted a 



consideralsle impact on voters' jud^ents of what they cODSidered the major 

7 

Issuss of the ca^^ign|-' (2) vhile "candldatta plmeed vldaJy diffareat 

ei^haaia upon diff#rent Issuaej tha JudgMnts of the Toters seem to reflaet the 

8 

emposlte of the sass o^dia coveragei" (3) wheraas one might axTCot voters to 
seleetively collect^ peree : vsj and retain infomation oriented to their poli- 
tical predispositiens, ''rotmrm who were not firmly co^^ttad early in the 

9 

oa^aign attended well to all the news," The authors convincingly rejectad 
alternative explanations which contradict the agenda- iatting hypothesis. For 
example, voters and madia are not siiaply reaetlng to similar phenOTana hecauae 
fsw voters hava alternative ^ana of obserylng d^-to-day Presl&ntial cam^lgns 
Utilizing the agenda* setting concept, in suhBequent research McCOTtos and VTeaver 
developed a theoretic hate fraa which to predict patterns of informtion 
aaquisition hy a sample of North Carolina voters frCHi Mdla diuring the 1972 
election, TOiey derived a model for receivers* heha-rtor. 
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Ana^sls of the data tended to eonf im the p^Ueted h^np^^afita ^^.^ wzm 
derlTid frM tte ^^orttle Mdels '^tal^ Mtd" raanlvers Mre frefOintly used 
media for polltia&l litf oimtlon than "Mdarate omA" rm^i'wmrBp "aodarmt* 
need" reenlvers mmm frequently used Mdla thatt mwA^' rteaivenj mXmog %hm 



.1^- 

agenda^ of oatioml political issues aaor^ "tlgh need'- receii^rs more closely 
appr^lMted the sgeada of iisi^s provided fcy rtdia than tha agenda of 
"motLmrmtm Med" reealTOrs, and th© agendE of mtioaal ^litieal issiiai among 
"mDdtrate need" recelvira aora closely m^roxim^%md the agenda of issues pro- 
vided ty media than the s^eMa of ''low need" receivers. 

TOie McCOE^e*Shaw study and the McC^^s-Weaver study validated the 
eODcept of agenda-setti^ aM ^oid^ded a theoretic frameifork* In ^^loularj 
their research revealed Bam consequenees of agenda- sattlr^ and thus o^jirified 
the C > B process « Additional wsear^ revealed a refitment of the a^nda- 
aettlng concept and explored agenda-setting outfiide of the awm^iff^ arena* 
lictensive survey evidence mde it ap^rent that respondents regarded the 
Watar^te affair as much more salient (relevant) to them in spring, 197^^, than 
in fallj 1973 • A nevspaper content ft na lysis for that period hy Weaver and 
Spallman conf li«d Increased coverage of Watergata, and a panel of llorth 

Carolina voters was intarvlevad during tl^ si^ period to assess agenda^ setting 
U 

relationships. fhe authors found support fo^* a raised aodsl odf reeelvers* 
bahavlor* 

Need for toiest&tlon 
(info^^tion) 



A subsequent stud^ ^ Weaviir and WlUoit sought to dlseoviir predletor 
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vmrlsLbles tm agei^^setting In navs oovixmse of U.S. Smators. That Is^ 
the stu^ vmi QommrmA vlth dite^^Myrts ot um wdta MBdin§ a^Mrimf %tm 

X g^^ A proeets %tm k pfe^tAs* A aatslira mm nidia, 

inoludlsg Header's Qai^ to Birlodleal Litagati^ uA P^lJLa AttmiTm laf Mmtlw 

6 



Salience of Watergate 



Interpersonal ddscuasion 
of Watergate 




Use of meUa < 



Billet In J nevg nagmzines and Astern and Western "prestige" nevspapers^ vare 
content-analysed for rafereacea to Semtors. The best pradietors of referancas 
vere "i ite population mize, *inner olu'b status* (for l^mocrats)^ number of 
biUa introduead in the Senate (for Republicans), and the si^e of a Sanator-s 
staff*" 

Tha K~^A proceas and the A — 0 process haTe^ of oom^sa, bean 

the subject of a good deal of research vhich preceded the developroent of the 

agenda- sett ii^ concejprt. Nonetheless, the research findii^s raty be usefully 

interprated within the agenda- setting context, and Chaffee and Petriek recently 

providad an overviav of ecro of thas. For exsMtpla^ they reviaved sots of the 

criteria used in assigning reporters to cover a story, including "news value," 

13 

conflict^ proximity, and others, Thay also reviewed soiae of the influenoes 

which ^dde reporters duri^ their observmtlons, such as editors' expectations 

Ik 

and role perception* FinaJJy, the nature of ^t^eeplng ^ editors, the 

> C process, was reviewed by OTaffee and Betridbi on the basis of a sizzle 

case study of a wire editor's decisions ♦^^ Harcver, other researohers have 

used research techniques with greater external validity to study the Influences 

on gatekeepers* For exaaqple, Riekalew tomA, in pirt^ that the key eleaiints 

which Influance a television news editor's Jud^ents of a stoiy are eonfllat^ 

high Impact, ^ox^d^ty, and timeliness*^ %ere are, of course, nsy other 

17 

report i of gatekeeping research* ■ 

The research briefly reviewed herein suggests that aganA^.* setting Is 
an liq^rtant and useful o^oept* Boom aonsequents and masm detai^nants of 
agenda- setting have been revealed and additional InveitlgatlOM are needed. 
For exai^lei most agenda-aettlng researab to date has focused on mtters wbioh 
are clearly political* Other Issues wbleh aro less ol«arly polltleai need 
investigationi auab as Mtters of the eemoayj Qommmrimi and mrall^* For 
pmrposea of o€^^lson and re]^catlm| resafufch In thaM mnM mi^t usefully 
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focus on the three stages or proceBaes which are aaphaiized hy the model ahove. 
Purtheroore^ agenda- setting itudies which focus princi^lly on the > A 
procees of reporting vouM be useful* 

Although additional research vlthin the age^Aa-settisg construct is 
needed, some political iOTlications of the concept are alraaciy a]^Lrent. BomB 

of these are emphasiied hy the following Incident taken from a report hy the 

18 

Los Angeles Kmis ^ "Pdliticsi How TV, FrmBB Petemine ^mat is News*" 
^is was the news on April l^Jhi 

The said the SIA probably forced ftitty Hearst to denounce her parents. 

The House Judiciary C^mittee gare President Nixon omtil Tuesday to turn 
oyer the tapes. 

fenk Aaron hit his Tl^th hoae r\m aM tied Babe Ruth^s record* 

Assembly Speaker Bob Moretti blasted Secretary of State Edmumd G. 
Brown for putting alleged pro-Bfora pro^^nda in a state pmphlet 
mailed at ta^^yers' es^nse, Qioretti and &*ora were ft^imary 
Gubernatorial candidates 2 

^e TiimB report suggested that news about Gubenaatorial candidates did not 

receive much coverage by the me^a, and a content am^^sis of the Times and 

one other major*clty news^per tends to eoitflra the lOTOtheals: 

Placement and Columi Inches 



Bearst 
Hixon Stoiy 
Aaron Sto^ 

Eleetlon Story 



Front page, 38 inches 

Front page, 30 Incites 

l^ont pa^i 10 Inchea 
Sports page, ll4 inches 

ftge 3* 31 Inchas 



San Diego ^Ibune 

Bage 1^, 17 Inches 

^ga Ik Inches 

Front ^BBp k Inchas 
Sports page, 9^ Inches 

age 15, 16 Inches 



Agenda- setting research Indicates that the low prlerlty which Is assl^ied by 
Biedia to routine electoral Mtters wiU in turn affect the salience of these 
natters for consuoiers of i^&la rej^rts* ^us^ the s^ans by wMah polltieal 
leaders are selected tmy becoro lass Isrportut to voters than otl^r nattera* 

8 
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Such a davalopaent is of no small Importance because election caa^ima may 

guide the actions of candidates after their election and thus affect the smture 

19 

of the political state. 

The Tisgs report offers further evidence that political mvs is 

cm-rently effiphasized lees hy the Biedia than in prevlQus years. For eKample^ 

KIST, Channel 2 in Los AngeleSj previously d^lnated its co^etitors in saws 

prograa ratings* When lOTK^ CMrael gained in the ratii^s^ TOCT*s news 

staff was teld that people were "concerned ahait coping vitt life^^about such 

things as healthy consumer prohlemsi the weather, and ]^ices.''' HKT eltolnated 

its political editor and reportedly reduced ^ one^half to one^third the aaiount 

of political news coverage. S^u^ther^ in a sti^ ceroalssloned Cffi' 6o Minutes 

ahowj the UG Berkeley (}rad\jate School of Jo\afnalism analysed a ha3J*hour period 

of television mvm "by three com^titlTO San Itancisao stations * ^e study 

concluded that only one-half (Ug^) of the hroadcast time is devoted to nevs* 

(COTwrcials Ql^j sports la^^j weather Ufji prmotions ai^ chatter 7%^) And a 

follow-up stu(^ of the stations for five days at the hel^t of the I97U Ouher* 

natorlal Prtsaiy election found that only 21 mlnutts and 55 seconds were devoted 

hy all three stations to the Seiaocratlc contest. 

If political news is receiving less routine ao^rage than in jprevloua 

ymmTBp what are the Inhihitors Md deteOTlnants of covenge? Political cm- 

paigners have turned to the use of "nsdia events" or "pseud^-ei^nts" designed 

to gain the attention of reporters, to facilitate reporting, utd to aaximlM 

the likelihood of reports helng selected hy gatekeepers and reaching the 
21 

prubllc*- Althmigh nany exi^les of candidates' use of aeUa evrats are 
evident^ a single case fyom the 1970 tellfonaa Ouheimtdrlal^^ w Is pw- 

ticularly reveling* Jesa Unruh, previously a pcmitful BpMkor in the AasMibSy, 
^alljenged the ttea^-p^Oar fiapuhllUB Incwteat, Rm^ipdV fte 

indleated ttat Iftii^ %fa8 at a ievtere disadvantage^ ud Deiioi^^ 



not solid enou^ to produce financial backing i^eded to ovmrcamB tha poll 
deficit. Thus, Unr^ sou^t to raaximize free media exposure. Ha kickad off 
Ms CM^ign with a laToor Day visit to the reaidanoe of a waalthy, wall-knaim 
Reagan adTisar, Henry SalvEtori. Unruh began the madia erant hy taking 
reportare to a middle-elaas residence in a Democratic neighhorhood whare an 
aito displayed a preimred f lipoid on a stand* UnrLii clsiTCd that taxes on 
this residenee would increaea $82 under a current Eeagan proposal* Reporters 
were then taken to the residence of Salvmtorij an oil magnate, and UnrtA 
asserted that the owMr of this $TOO,0OT residance would ■benefit frcm a $^113 
tax relief under the Reagan plan. The scene descrihed ^ the Iob Angeles Times 
was eaptiired by local film crews and reporters i 

^ere was Salvatori, fresh from the tennis oowt, and his wife 
an^i^ shouting throi^ the gate at Unni and the horde of 
newsiaen and staff members who clogged the narrw Bel-Air street 
in front of the mansion « As Ui^uh s^de his brief spiel to 
nevsmenj . , , the oi3jaan and his wife Joined the fray and, 

at times, three voices were echoing in rising decibels 

22 

simultgLaaDua]^* 

Later in the campaipi Iteruh repeated the media event taetie« for axuple, on 
one occasion he took reporters to the offices of a life insurwca coBrpa^ in 
the {Mstigious financial district cm Wilshire ^ulewd^ a mjor Ijos Angeles 
thoroughfarei **niere^ in shirtsleeveS| Unruh # • « set up bis charts on an 

easel and Qonaueted a sltewalk sodnar an wtot he eansiters the mYilB of tax 

23 

exemptions granted on life ins\:ami^e eoa^sy hmm office bulldisgs*'' 

A eandidate*8 use of media events Is on^ one e:m^e of an attopt 
to QOpm with MUa proeesses^ but tbtre Brm other mre ses^i^ju Issuei related 
to mass mdla reporting proeesMs. Om of these Is the ^enprnna ef eo^^ptlng 
the mUa* Anieroiafl recent eTmis^mm mm br ot-^di the ^^b^rrgrists «t the 

10 
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1972 Ol^pios; the kidaasTping of Ifexiean ft^sident I^is Eehevejfrla^s father-in- 
lav in Saptemhar^ 197^1 fraquent terrorist hOThing of feilldings In large 
eitiasi tha threat of Uganda Rfaaidant Idi Aain in Ju^r^ 1975^ to axaeuta wlter 
Dennis HiUi and the desand that the British Foreign Saeretary visit Uganda in 
order to Mlt the axeeutionj ate* But perhaps the moat senaational raoant 
example is the SLA kitoapping of fetrieia Hearst* MTObera of the Syahionase 
Liheratioa Ar^> l^e other tarrorists^ mmged to s^holiaally ereate events 
vhieh the iiedia would not ovarlo^* kidnapped F^trieia Bearst^ the dai^itar 

of the ovner of a large Mdia organizationi they politicised the event sarong 
ta^ recorded messages to other media orpmizationsj and they foraed massive 
puhliQ deaonstrations of syi^thy for tfcair puri^rted g»ls, a food-give-aimy 
for the poor* Such sensationalist taetics demnd siedia aoverage and^ as Indlca'- 
ted hy agenda-settlE^ researdh, affect the salience of tto events for media con- 
stm^rs* In the interests of satiating receivers* interests^ the madia continue 
and increase coverage of the events^ for econmlc motives or for pi^poses of 
public service* Thus, co-opting the media increases constmers' percei'^d 
salience of such matters vhlchj in turn, seems to Increase coveimge and perpetu- 
ate co-opting tactics. 

Qa a noiTOtive levels students of eessBUni cation may depi a 
de-emphasls of routine reporting of political events and an Increased mmber 
of Instances wherein the madia are co«^ted* a research level^ hoveverj 
there Is a iieed for further Investlpitlon of the detaralnants and iahlhltors 
of news reporting and Investigation of the f tactions of media. Ttm ootlra of 
agenda^settlng, as reflected In the s^re ,anenl wdel of Vastly and fboLean^ 
^ovldes a useful conceptml A:^uiework for fluch investigation « 
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